Abstract. Play-partner preferences were investigated in 38 sable antelope calves observed in semicaptivity at the National Zoological Park's Conservation and Research Center near Front Royal, Virginia. All calves initiated play with peers but rarely played with yearlings or adults. Calves initiated play with most calves in their cohort but had strong preferences for one or two peers. Preferences were highly symmetrical and stable over time. Partners of similar age were preferred. Calves did not prefer individuals of the same sex, nor did they consistently favour individuals of one sex over the other. Calves initiated less play with related peers than expected by chance. Patterns of play-partner preference in infant sable antelope supported the concept of play as self assessment, whereby individuals continually compare their developmental competence with that of their peers. 1996 The Association for the Study of Animal Behaviour
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Historically, play has not been amenable to simple, unitary explanations or straightforward empirical studies (Fagen 1981; Smith 1982; Byers 1984) . Attempts to define play have been hampered by its lack of obvious and immediate benefits and its structural similarity to other categories of behaviour such as predator avoidance, prey catching and agonism. Behaviour patterns typically classified as play might have different functions in different species, multiple simultaneous functions within a given species and different functions at different points in development. Many functional hypotheses are so vaguely phrased that it is difficult to generate testable predictions from them (Caro 1988; Byers & Walker 1995) . Furthermore, functions attributed to play may be accomplished by alternative behaviour patterns. Because of these complications, play research can be characterized as rich in theory but weak on empirical support.
Play function hypotheses fall into at least three basic categories (Smith 1982; Caro 1988) : (1) enhancement of physical development, especially skills related to intraspecific fighting and prey capture (Symons 1978; Fagen 1981) , (2) formation of lasting social bonds (Carpenter 1934) and (3) development of cognitive abilities, including the generation of novel behaviours. Although the latter two categories of hypotheses have not been thoroughly examined, a growing body of evidence is consistent with the predictions of the first (reviewed by Fagen 1981; Smith 1982; Byers 1984; Caro 1988 
